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The aim of this paper is to investigate the applicability of Conceptual Integration 
Theory and the conceptual blending model for developing a linguistic understanding 
of the construction of meaning in English euphemisms. Commencing with an 
overview of general conceptions of euphemism and linguistic advances upon those 
conceptions, the paper surveys, categorizes, and details euphemism-formation means 
and devices, and provides examples of the key euphemistic mechanisms—phonemic 
devices, word formation devices, vocabulary devices, and rhetoric devices. 
Construction of a general knowledge of linguistic interests in euphemism is concluded 
by an examination of the functions and motives underlying English euphemisms and a 
brief historical review of English euphemism studies both within China and abroad. 
 
The paper offers a succinct description and explanation of Conceptual Integration 
Theory and conceptual blending, pertinent to linguistics, detailing the network model 
of conceptual integration and its component parts, as well as providing an illustration 
to Conceptual Integration Theory. To test the utility of the Conceptual Integration 
Theory and its respective network model for mapping the cognitive process involved 
in the construction of meaning in English euphemisms, the author applies the model 
to a number of euphemism case-examples. Analyses of the examples demonstrate, to a 
large degree, the efficacy of using Conceptual Integration Theory for figurative 
language studies such as this one, but also expose some challenging limitations as 
well. These limitations apply not only to euphemism but potentially to other forms of 
English figurative language as well—limitations that have implications for Chinese 
(and other non-native English) linguistic researchers and teachers using Conceptual 
Integration Theory for their research and teaching of English. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
 1
Chapter One Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction to English Euphemism 
Euphemism can be humorously described as “telling it like it isn’t.” Euphemisms 
are the words, phrases or sentences that we use to soften the reality of what we are 
communicating to a given listener or reader. They are a universal feature of language 
usage; all cultures typically use them to talk about things they find frightening (e.g., 
war, sickness, death) because, anthropologically, "to speak a name was to evoke the 
divinity whose power then had to be confronted" (Neaman & Silver, 1983:1-2). 
Similarly, we use euphemisms to express taboos, as we feel, on some instinctual level, 
that the euphemism keeps us at safe distance from the taboo itself. Another use of 
euphemisms is to elevate the status of something (e.g., using educator for teacher, 
attorney for lawyer); but in general, we use euphemisms to express what is socially 
difficult to express in direct terms. Euphemisms are powerful linguistic tools that "are 
embedded so deeply in our language that few of us, even those who pride themselves 
on being plainspoken, ever get through a day without using them" (Rawson, 1981:1). 
 
Euphemism is the substitution of a pleasant term for a blunt one—“telling it like it 
isn't.” Euphemism has probably existed since the beginning of language; the first 
recorded use of euphemism dates from the 11th century B.C. As long as there have 
been things of which people thought that the less said the better, they have created 
better ways of saying less. A substantial number of euphemisms in English come from 
words rooted in Latin. Farb (1974:80) writes that after the Norman conquest of 
England in 1066, "the community began to make a distinction between a genteel and 
an obscene vocabulary, between the Latinate words of the upper class and the lusty 
Anglo-Saxon of the lower. That is why a duchess perspired and expectorated and 
menstruated—while a kitchen maid sweated and spat and bled." And that is why a 
19th century gentlewomen’s daughters had "limbs" rather than the more suggestive 
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Today, speakers of English use euphemisms to express any number of everyday 
realities and, as passive listeners and readers, decode them daily to better understand 
discourse in the workplace, the business world, the mass media, etc. Highly educated 
women will still speak about their children "going to the potty," and use "rinses" or 
"tints" rather than “dyes” for their hair. False teeth sound more natural when described 
as "dentures"; and paper bags "for motion discomfort" that airlines place in the backs 
of seats undoubtedly help passengers keep control of their stomachs during turbulence 
better than if they were titled "vomit bags." "Substandard housing" makes slums seem 
more livable, and when sociologists refer to blacks living in ‘substandard housing,” 
they will describe them as "nonwhites" in a "culturally deprived environment." To call 
someone "poor," in present day terms, is to pass judgment on their condition, whereas 
the substitution of "disadvantaged" or "underprivileged," indicates that the poverty 
wasn't their fault. Likewise, the present day reluctance to judge others makes it more 
offensive than ever to call a person a liar; thus there is a "credibility gap" instead; and 
no contemporary teacher would dare refer to a child as a "stupid" or a "bad student," 
so the student becomes an "underachiever" or a "slow learner." Governments and the 
military often use euphemism to disguise or emboss their actions: "to liberate" means 
to capture and occupy; to “pacify” means to suppress dissent by force; and to practice 
“harsh interrogation techniques” literally means to “torture.” This seemingly timeless 
and universal human predisposition to form euphemisms, to continue to “tell it like it 
isn’t,” suggests there will always be areas of life that people consider too frightening, 
too taboo, too guilt provoking, or too unattractive to speak of directly. Moreover, the 
instinct to speak indirectly or to “soften reality” is not a wholly unhealthy one. Indeed, 
as Robert Burchfield, editor of The Oxford English Dictionary observed: "A language 
without euphemisms would be a defective instrument of communication." (Eschholz 
et al., 2000:512). 
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As an everyday language phenomenon, euphemism has long attracted linguistic 
attention. The term “euphemism” was first proposed by George Blunt in the late 16th 
century to refer to “a good or favorable interpretation of a bad word” (Neaman, et al, 
1983:1). Of more recent note, Western linguistic scholars such as Mencken, Bolinger, 
Leech, Fromkin, Neaman and Silver, and Beatrice Warren have all made significant 
contributions to euphemism research. Mencken, an American linguist, wrote The 
American Language in 1936, a book that devoted a section to the analyses of 
hundreds of euphemisms based upon American society and history. In 1981, Hugh 
Rawson, a British linguist, compiled a dictionary entitled A Dictionary of 
Euphemisms and Other Double-talk, the preface of which was valuable due to its 
extensive discussion of the definition, classification, features, and domains of 
euphemism. In 1983, the American scholars Neaman and Silver published their 
dictionary Kind Words, which supplied detailed analyses of their euphemism entries. 
In 1985, D. J. Enright published his collected works, Fair of Speech: the Use of 
Euphemism, a selection of essays concerning the subject, each discussing the use of 
euphemism within one specific domain. In 1991, Allan and Burridge published their 
renowned work, Euphemism and Dysphemism, a valuable study of euphemism from 
the perspective of pragmatics; and of perhaps of greatest use to current researchers of 
English euphemism formation devices are the collected essays of Beatrice Warren in 
her Sense Developments in 1992 and her Studies in Anglistics in 1995, arguably the 
most complete studies on the formation and classification of English euphemisms yet 
undertaken. 
 
Warren (1992; 1995) deals with how euphemisms are formed. Her model figures 
prominently in the classification system for euphemisms used for this paper. Warren's 
model is based on the idea that "novel contextual meanings”—that is, new meanings 
for words in a particular context—are constantly created in language. This creation is 
rule-governed and the acceptability of new meanings depends on, for example, the 
strength of ties between the novel term and its referent, on whether the novel term is 
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term is a "desirable alternative" (Warren, 1992:130). It is primarily the latter condition 
that results in the creation of euphemisms. 
  
In her model, Warren delineates four major devices for euphemism formation: 1) 
word formation devices; 2) phonemic modifications; 3) loan words; and 4) semantic 
innovation. To accommodate and organize the wide variety of euphemisms that exist, 
her primary categories are further divided into sub-categories, such as compounding, 
acronyms, and onomatopoeia under word formation devices; back-slang, abbreviation, 
and phonemic replacement under phonemic modifications; and metaphor, metonym, 
and particularization, under the category of semantic innovation. Method of formation 
for each type of category and sub-category, and examples for each will be elaborated 
upon further in the second section of this paper. Warren claims that her categories and 
sub-categories account for most English euphemism formations; however, she does 
allow that other, minor methods may be used. For this paper, however, only the four 
major categories and sub-categories of euphemism formation described by Warren are 
taken into consideration 
 
1.3 Introduction to Conceptual Integration Theory 
 By the mid-1990s, advancements in cognitive theory in the West prompted like 
advancements in linguistics, particularly in the area of meaning decoding. Prior to this, 
whereas much had been established concerning encoding of figurative language, little 
had changed regarding the cognitive processes of decoding since the conception of the 
two-space model of metaphor that had been the cornerstone of the figurative language 
field ever since Aristotle, and which underpinned a string of conceptual theories from 
Richards (1936), through Black (1962) and Koestler (1964), to Lakof and Johnson 
(1980). That a need existed for a more dynamic conceptual theory had become clear 
to many linguistic researchers as they began to appreciate the complexity behind word 
choice and the ever-changing nature of meaning: "Word meanings, it is suggested, are 
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